Study objective-Retrospective infant feeding data are important to the study of child and adult health patterns. The accuracy of maternal recall of past infant feeding events was examined and specifically the infant's age when breast feeding was stopped and formula feeding and solid foods were introduced.
Abstract
Study objective-Retrospective infant feeding data are important to the study of child and adult health patterns. The accuracy of maternal recall of past infant feeding events was examined and specifically the infant's age when breast feeding was stopped and formula feeding and solid foods were introduced.
Design and setting-The sample consisted of Bedouin Arab women (n = 318) living in the Negev in Israel who were a part of a larger cohort participating in a prospective study of infant health and who were delivered of their infants between July 1 and December 15, 1981 . Data from interviews conducted 12 and 18 months postpartum were compared to the standard data collected six months postpartum.
Main results-As length of recall increased there was a small increase in the mean difference, and its standard deviation, between the standard and recalled age when breast feeding was stopped and formula feeding and solid foods were started. Recall on formula feeding was less accurate than recall on solid foods and breast feeding. In particular, among those 61% reporting formula use at the six month interview, 51% did not recall introducing formula when interviewed at 18 months. The odds ratio (95% CI) of stunting versus normal length for age for formula fed versus breast fed infants based on recall data (OR = 2-07; 95%CI 0O82-5 22) differed only slightly from those based on the standard data (OR = 2-21; 95%CI 0O77-6 37). The accuracy of a mother's recall varied with her child's nutritional status at the time of the interview, but not with other sociodemographic, infant, or interviewer characteristics.
Conclusions-Retrospective infant feeding data based on maternal recall of events up to 18 months in the past can be used with confidence in epidemiological studies. However, data on formula feeding may not be as accurate as data on breast feeding and solid food feeding, and accuracy may decrease as length of recall increases.
Retrospective infant feeding data have been collected to study health patterns in children and adults, such as the morbidity effects of infant feeding patterns and the relation between amenorrhoea and lactation.''Moreover, these data are becoming increasingly important as studies are undertaken on the relation between early feeding patterns and chronic disease in adulthood.5 6 Retrospective data are used because they can be collected more efficiently than prospective data. However, they may not be as accurate (ie, reliable or valid) and recall error may introduce bias or imprecision into study findings.7 However, as in other areas of health research,8 relatively little is known about the quality of retrospectively collected infant feeding data that are based on maternal recall of events. Together, existing studies suggest that recall is accurate, but that accuracy differs for different types of infant food.9'4 However, these studies have been based on a restricted set of analyses or on special populations (eg, clinic patients with accessible records). Therefore their findings are of limited use to those conducting community based surveys. Furthermore, previous studies have not provided us with information about differences in recall patterns among population subgroups, which is needed to improve the overall quality of data collection and analysis. '5 The purpose of this study was to examine the accuracy and correlates of maternal recall of past infant feeding events. The events were the infant's age when breast feeding stopped, and when formula milk and solid foods were introduced.
Information was gathered among Bedouin Arab women and infants living in the Negev area of Israel. These women participated in a longitudinal prospective study of infant feeding and health, which has been described in detail else- 
Methods
The sample used in this study is derived from the Bedouin infant feeding study cohort of 934 women who, between July 1 and December 15, 1981, delivered normal birthweight (> 2500g) singleton infants and were in hospital for delivery for less than 10 days. This cohort included a subcohort (n = 391) of women who were followed six, 12 , and 18 months postpartum and who are the subject of this analysis. The 391 women in the subcohort did not differ in age or parity from the women in the larger cohort, although their husbands had a slightly lower level of educational attainment. Among the 391 women, the feeding history obtained at the sixth month interview was missing in 15, and another 58 were not followed up at both the 12 and the 18 month interviews. The women with missing data, excluded from this analysis, did not differ in any of the demographic characteristics shown in table I for the 318 women included in the analysis. Eleven trained Arab female interviewers from the BGU conducted the home interviews. The pretested questionnaires included items on sociodemographic, maternal, and infant health characteristics. At each of the three interviews, the same questions were asked about the infant's age at which each of the three feeding practices was changed (table II) . Responses to these latter questions were recorded in weeks up to eight weeks of age and in months thereafter.
The accuracy of maternal recall was assessed by comparing the answer given by the mother at the six month interview (the standard) to her subsequent responses to the same questions on infant feeding asked at the 12 and 18 month follow up interviews. The six month data were chosen as the standard because of their high face validity. 17 The standard and recalled responses were compared using: (a) cumulative frequency distributions; (b) pairwise differences, mean (SD); and (c) proportion of agreement.' [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] For the latter, we defined four agreement groups explained in table III.
We explored the effect of recall bias on the association between the six month infant feeding pattern and growth. Feeding 
Discussion
In these analyses we assessed the accuracy of maternal recollection of past feeding events and showed the extent to which recall error may bias the estimates of a short term effect of infant feeding practices. Unlike most other studies examining this issue, this study was conducted on a community based sample.
Our findings suggest that data on infant feeding collected retrospectively by maternal recall of events that took place less than 18 months ago are accurate. We did not find mothers preferentially recalling in multiples of three, the age breast feeding stopped, as is reported in other studies. accurate. 
Maternal recall of infant feeding events is

